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Abstract: Since the reform and opening-up of China, the nation’s rural development has 
been accompanied by a series of land reform policies, largely concerning 
agricultural land, homestead land and rural construction land. Have rural land 
reform policies achieved their original objectives and contributed to the socio-
economic and spatial development of rural China?  To answer these questions, 
this paper examines the case of Qidu Town of Suzhou, Jiangsu Province and 
conducts a three-step analysis of the effectiveness of both national- and local-
level rural land reform policies. It first reviews the policies to clarify their 
economic, social and spatial objectives. It then quantitatively analyses the 
economic, social and spatial performance of these policies in Qidu Town since 
1998; this analysis is performed with economic, social and land-use data and 
quantitative-analysis methods. Finally, it assesses the policies’ effectiveness by 
comparing their objectives with the results of the quantitative analyses. It 
concludes that at both the national and local levels, the effectiveness of land 
reform policies has varied across different periods, across different measures, 
and between one another. The reason for this variation rests predominantly on 
the attitudes of the affected villages and villagers. By taking the town, China’s 
basic administrative unit, as the research object and bringing spatial 
performance into policy effectiveness, this research seeks to develop a 
methodology for objective and accurate assessments of the effectiveness of rural 
land reform policies. 
1. INTRODUCTION
In the 1980s, as township and village enterprises were emerging, some 
rural areas of China experienced rapid industrialisation. Southern Jiangsu 
Province (hereinafter referred to as Sunan, as it is called in Chinese), which is 
now one of China’s developed regions, was particularly affected. The Sunan 
Model of rural industrialisation, which is characterised by the development of 
collective industries, became well-known throughout the country, and it 
greatly altered the relationship between the land and its residents in China’s 
rural areas (Zhang, Q. F. & Donaldson, 2013). On the one hand, the rural 
population gradually unshackled itself from agricultural production and 
transitioned into industrial development (Baldassare & Wilson, 1995). On the 
other hand, the development of rural industries precipitated the need for rural 
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land reform1 (Hu & Zhou, 2018). Indeed, since the reform and opening-up of 
the country, China’s national and local governments have initiated a series of 
rural land reforms concerning all the three kinds of rural land – agricultural 
land, homestead land and rural construction land – to promote socio-economic 
development (Yu et al., 2003; Li, Guo, Rozelle, & Brandt, 1998; Jacoby, Li, 
& Rozelle, 2002), as well as the spatial development (Yang, D. T., 1997; Zhao, 
1999; Mullan, Grosjean, & Kontoleon, 2011), of rural areas. Among these 
reforms, the 1982 No. 1 Document first justified the status of the agricultural 
land contracting. The Land Administration Law amendment of 1998 
prescribed the principle of ‘one household, one homestead’ land and also 
created a collective land-use right for rural construction. The Law of the 
People’s Republic of China on Rural Land Contracting promulgated in 2002 
legitimated the transfer of contracted agricultural land-management rights, 
and the Decisions on Certain Major Issues of Comprehensively Furthering 
Reforms issued in 2013 systemised the policy of rural land reform by 
clarifying the three key usufructs of rural land, which are the rights of 
ownership, contracting and management, and the three key foci of rural land 
reform, which are the expropriation of agricultural land, the marketisation of 
profitable rural construction land and the allocation, withdrawal and transfer 
of homestead land. The evolution of rural land reform policies demonstrates 
the expansion of policy objectives from ensuring the stability of the 
agricultural-land contracting system and maintaining the stock of agricultural 
land to regulating the management and promoting the efficient use of all the 
three kinds of rural land. After such expansion, however, have rural land 
reform policies achieved their original objectives and contributed to the socio-
economic and spatial development of rural China? This question is answered 
– and the answers justified – in the chapters below.  
Land reform policies are an important foundation for socio-economic 
development and environmental protection. They are also an important tool 
for space governance. In recent years, scholars have closely examined China’s 
rural land reform policies, particularly those concerning agricultural land 
(Yang, Y., 2000; Liu, S. Y., Xiong, & Long, 2019) and profitable rural 
construction land (Cheng & Li, 2009). The evolution of policy since the initial 
reform and opening-up has been reviewed, and the social and economic 
impacts of the policies have been analysed (Zhou, 2004; Tian, 2013; Yang, D. 
C., 2002). Many studies have also focussed on the comprehensive 
performance of land reform policies. Some considered economic and social 
benefits (Li, Y., Wu, & Liu, 2018; Ding, 2003), while others focussed on their 
effectiveness in environmental protection and sustainable development (Li, Y. 
et al., 2014; Huang et al., 2011). Policy-performance analyses are often 
undertaken from distinct perspectives. Haldrup (2015), for example, 
compared the effectiveness of government-led land policy against that of 
corporate-led policy. Miranda, Crecente, and Alvarez (2006) adopted the 
methodology proposed by the European Union to evaluate the policy 
effectiveness of inland rural Galicia’s land consolidation. However, the 
majority of land-policy studies focussed on social, economic and 
 
1 In this paper, unless specified, rural land refers to collective-owned land for one of three kinds 
of land use, i.e. agricultural land, homestead land or rural construction land. Urban land refers 
to state-owned land for urban construction. Before the rural land reform of 1978, rural land in 
China could only be used for agricultural production, villagers’ homesteading and other 
purposes directly related to agricultural production; no rural land had been legalised for 
industrial development. 
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environmental objectives by analysing statistical data from each of those three 
areas. Quite a few examined spatial effectiveness by analysing land-use data.  
The rural spatial transformation of Sunan itself has also been explored 
extensively. Guo, Zhao, and Li (2015) analysed the characteristics, 
motivations and mechanisms of rural space differentiation, as well as changes 
to local society. Wang, Y. and Li (2011) detailed the transformation of rural 
residential space following the innovative practice of homestead land reform, 
and Liu, L. et al. (2020) evaluated the impact of homestead relocation and 
consolidation policy on residents’ daily lives. Yet many studies of the region 
have relied on qualitative analysis of spatial transformation at the macro level 
– provinces and cities – without giving due consideration to the quantitative 
analysis of the micro level, towns and villages. Moreover, where quantitative 
analysis of rural spatial transformation has been conducted, remote-sensing 
image analysis and land surveys have been the primary methods (Yamashita 
& Morisawa, 2020). Some scholars have focussed on land-use changes (den 
Hartog, 2017) and land-use characteristics (Li, H., Zhao, & Wang, 2015; 
Wang, L. Z. & Huang, 2019; Divigalpitiya & Handayani, 2015), while others 
examined the spatial pattern of rural settlements (Zhang, R. T. & Zhang, 2012; 
Zhu, B., Zhang, & Ma, 2014; Li, H. et al., 2014), but few have taken land-use 
changes and quantitative spatial characteristics as arguments for the 
effectiveness of land policy.  
2. RESEARCH DESIGN 
Taking the town, the basic unit of China’s administrative system, as the 
spatial unit of quantitative analysis and incorporating spatial effects into the 
quantitative analysis of policy effectiveness, this paper seeks to develop a 
methodology for objectively and accurately assessing the effectiveness of 
rural land reform policies at both the national and local levels. Ideally, this 
methodology will be viable for use in other studies of the same kind. The paper 
examines the case of Qidu Town of Suzhou, Jiangsu Province and structures 
the research into three steps. Data on the region’s economy, society and land 
use are used for quantitative analysis, which is conducted on the ArcGIS 
platform by way of the Standard Deviation Ellipse (SDE) tool.  
2.1 Research object 
Qidu Town is located in the southwest of Jiangsu Province, Wujiang 
District of Suzhou Municipality (Figure 1). It is adjacent to Taihu Lake to the 
west and Huzhou Municipality of Zhejiang Province to the south. Covering 
an area of 86.65 km2, it hosted a registered household population of 62,047 
and a floating population of 24,000 in 2015, producing a GDP of RMB 9.1 
billion yuan and an industrial added value of RMB 36.2 billion yuan in the 
same year. Most of the town’s local residents are employed, deriving more 
than 80% of their family incomes from wages, and the proportion of 
agricultural income is relatively low. As Sunan is one of China’s developed 
regions and has undergone rapid socio-economic development since the 
reform and opening-up, it has been a pioneer in rural land reform within the 
framework of national and local policies in order to meet the great demand for 
land supply. Accordingly, the case of Qidu Town is capable of 
comprehensively representing the process of rural land reform and the 
effectiveness of rural land reform policies in Sunan. 
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Figure 1. Location of Qidu Town in Suzhou 
2.2 Research steps 
The research was conducted in three steps. First, the laws, regulations and 
policies that have governed the three kinds of rural land at the national level 
and Suzhou Municipality level since 1982 were organised, and their respective 
economic, social and spatial objectives were clarified (Figure 2). Second, the 
economic, social and spatial performance of Qidu Town in the years of 1998, 
2007, 2010 and 2015 were quantitatively analysed. The selection of these 
years was informed by the issuance of a number of important rural land reform 
policies by the Suzhou municipal government in 1996, 2005 and 2009, as well 
as by the availability of the necessary data. Finally, policy effectiveness across 
all three kinds of rural land was evaluated by comparing the results of the 
completed quantitative analysis with the policies’ objectives. 
In a certain sense, each of the three kinds of rural land is a kind of guarantee 
to villagers: agricultural land promises primary family income, homestead 
land guarantees housing, and rural construction land ensures extra family 
income and public services. Accordingly, the policies governing each kind of 
rural land are characterised by quite different objectives, and their 
effectiveness should be measured by different indicators. In this research, 
given that agricultural-land policies aim mainly at economic objectives, the 
indicators of the total added value of agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry 
and fishery, the growth rate of this figure, and the average agricultural-land 
added value were adopted as measurements of economic performance. 
Homestead-land policies, in contrast, aim largely at social objectives, so the 
indicators of household-registration population, rural population and rate of 
urbanisation were used to measure social performance. Finally, policies 
governing rural construction land aim at both economic and spatial objectives. 
The corresponding indicators of secondary and tertiary added values and 
average land added value were adopted to measure economic performance, 
while those of land-use conversion and SDE size, SDE direction and SDE 
central position of built-up area were used to measure spatial performance 
(Figure 3). 
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Figure 2. Key policies governing the three kinds of rural land at the national and municipal 
(Suzhou) levels  
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Figure 3. Indicators of economic, social and spatial performance 
2.3 Analysed data 
Figure 4. Distribution of agricultural land, homestead land, rural construction land, urban land 
and unused land in Qidu Town in 1998, 2007, 2010 and 2015 
Data for the quantitative analyses of the economic, social and spatial 
performance of Qidu Town were collected mostly from the Wujiang Statistical 
Yearbooks of the years concerned, the Strategic Plan for Socio-Economic 
Development of Wujiang City (2008–2020), the Sixth Census of Wujiang 
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District2 from 1998 to 2015 and the land-use conversion survey dataset of 
Qidu Town from 1985 to 2015 (Figure 4).  It should be noted that while this 
research focusses on rural land, which is collective-owned, spatial 
transformation at the town level inevitably involves the conversion of rural 
land into urban land, and consequently, urban land is also involved in the 
analyses. According to land-use data from the end of 2015, of Qidu Town’s 
total land area of 86.65 km2, agricultural land accounted for 51.16 km2, 
homestead land 9.56 km2, rural construction land 4.82 km2, urban land 10.83 
km2 and unused land3 18.12 km2. 
2.4 Analytical tool 
For the quantitative analysis of spatial performance, as represented by the 
indicators of land-use conversion scale and the central position of built-up 
area, the Standard Deviation Ellipse (SDE) tool of the ArcGIS platform was 
employed. The SDE tool analyses the spatial distribution pattern of global 
point/area sets, which calculates the standard distance of all the points/areas 
on the X- and Y-axes, respectively, to define the axis of an ellipse involving 
all the points/areas. In this research, the land lots of various land uses and 
ownerships are analysed as point/area sets to present the standard distance on 
the X- and Y-axes, which are respectively recorded as 𝑥𝑖 and  𝑦𝑖, as well as the 
central point of the axis of the standard ellipse defined by the above X- and 
Y-axes. The SDE calculation formula, in which ?̅? and ?̅? respectively represent 
the average centre of all points/areas on the X- and Y-axes, 𝑛 is the number of 
the points/areas, 𝜃 is the rotation angle of the ellipse axis, and 𝜎𝑥 and 𝜎𝑦 are the 
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3. AGRICULTURAL LAND POLICIES: EFFECTIVE 
IN PROMOTING BOTH AGRICULTURAL AND 
NON-AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT  
Prior to 1980, China’s rural land policy was that of ‘ownership at three 
levels’. This endowed the three-level rural collectives, each of which 
comprised a people’s commune, production brigade and production team, 
 
2 Wujiang City was once a county-level city under the jurisdiction of Suzhou Municipality. It 
became one of the districts of Suzhou Municipality in 2012. 
3 In this research, unused land refers to rivers, lakes and other bodies of water, as well as salt 
marshes and mud flats. Among these, the rivers are state-owned, while the other bodies are 
collective-owned. 
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with shared ownership of rural land, although the collectives were 
characterised by top-down administration. This policy also designated the 
production team the basic unit of the hierarchical administration system, and 
accordingly, the production team was tasked with organising the production 
and distributing the income of the local collective. The production brigade and 
people’s commune, as superior levels of the collective, played only leadership 
roles. These three-level rural collectives shared the ownership of certain rural 
land, and as a consequence, rural land ownership was quite fragmented. 
After China initiated its reform and opening-up in 1978, various forms of 
the practice of agricultural household contracting appeared in its rural areas. 
The practice was justified by the central government’s No. 1 Document and 
the Minutes of the National Rural Work Meeting of 1982, which defined the 
production-responsibility system of the socialist collective economy. Within 
the framework of this policy, often referred to as ‘contracting production to 
households’ or ‘contracting work to households’, Suzhou quickly took action 
on rural land reform within the framework of this policy. By the end of 1982, 
49,370 production teams, accounting for 84.2% of the total, had implemented 
the agricultural household-contracting policy. In 1987, corresponding to the 
central government’s Deepening the Rural Reform notice, which encouraged 
reform experiments while reaffirming the agricultural household-contracting 
system, Suzhou launched the so-called ‘two kinds of farmland’ policy in 
response to the specific conditions of the local socio-economic factors. The 
policy classified agricultural land into two categories: ‘grain-for-living 
farmland’ and ‘grain-for-business farmland’. It stipulated that grain-for-living 
farmland be allocated equally between local villagers to guarantee their basic 
living necessities, while grain-for-business farmland would be managed as a 
whole by the village collective in the form of a paid contract to meet the grain-
production duty imposed by the state. Unlike the national policy of 
agricultural household contracting, Suzhou’s local ‘two kinds of farmland’ 
policy gave villages the right to re-collectivise and manage a portion of the 
agricultural land once contracted to individual villagers. As long as the 
assigned grain-production task was fulfilled, villages could use some of these 
lands for other production on behalf of the collective, including for collective-
owned industries. This not only increased the efficiency of agricultural 
production but also triggered the development of collective industries. From 
1980 to 1996, thanks to the implementation of the national policy of 
agricultural household contracting and the local policy of ‘two kinds of 
farmland’, Suzhou saw a rapid growth of agricultural production, with the 
total added value of agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry and fishery 
increasing from RMB 1.14 billion yuan to RMB 16.25 billion yuan.  
However, after being catalysed by both national and local agricultural 
land reform policies, this explosion of agricultural productivity soon reached 
its limit. The rapid growth of urbanisation and industrialisation led to a 
remarkable decrease, in terms of both total area and per capita area, in the 
availability of agricultural land, resulting in the stagnation of agricultural 
development. In the ten years from 1996 to 2005, the area of land cultivated 
in Suzhou decreased by 849.0 km2, and its agriculture, forestry, animal 
husbandry and fishery development came to a standstill as well, with the total 
added value stabilising between RMB 16.25 billion yuan and RMB 16.28 
billion yuan. From 1998 to 2005, Qidu Town experienced nearly the same 
trend; its cultivated land decreased by 6.0 km2, and its added value of 
agriculture fluctuated between 139 million and 151 million. The situation 
began to change once more after the Law of the People’s Republic of China 
on Rural Land Contracting was promulgated in 2002, legalising the transfer 
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of contracted agricultural land-management rights. Following the pioneering 
experience of Guangdong Province (Po, 2008; Zhu, J. & Guo, 2014), Suzhou 
enforced the local policy of agricultural land stock cooperatives in 2005, 
pursuant to the municipal government’s Opinions on Actively Implementing 
the Reform Experiment of Rural Land Stock Cooperative (although Suzhou’s 
first agricultural land stock cooperative was established on January 8, 2002 in 
a trial at Xukou Town, Wuzhong District) (Li, Guangbin & Wang, 2016). By 
the end of 2005, 101 joint agricultural land stock cooperatives had been 
established in Suzhou, involving nearly 30,000 farmers. In addition to capital 
and technology, agricultural land stock cooperatives divided contracted 
agricultural land into shares, transforming agricultural land from a physical 
asset to a stock holding and villagers from labourers into stakeholders. 
Marking a new wave of rural land re-collectivisation, the implementation of 
this policy liberated even more villagers from agricultural production to 
collective-owned enterprise, which, in turn, further promoted agricultural 
development. Since 2005, in spite of the continuous decrease in the area of 
cultivated land (a reduction of 874.0 km2 by 2015), Suzhou saw an 
acceleration of agricultural development, with the total output value of its 
agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry and fishery increasing from RMB 
16.28 billion yuan in 2005 to RMB 42.47 billion yuan in 2016 (Figure 5). The 
same trend unfolded in Qidu Town, whose agricultural added value increased 
from RMB 165 million yuan in 2007 to RMB 415.5 million yuan in 2015, in 
spite of the fact that its cultivated land area decreased by 4.5 km2 between 
2005 and 2015. 
 
Figure 5. The evolution of Suzhou’s added value and growth rate of agriculture, forestry, 
animal husbandry and fishery, 1978–2016 
The above analysis shows that the implementation of agricultural land 
policies – including the national-level policies of agricultural household 
contracting and agricultural land transfer and the municipal-level policies of 
‘two kinds of farmland’ and agricultural land stock cooperatives – has 
effectively increased agricultural productivity by untethering farmers’ efforts 
from agricultural production and liberating many of them to engage in 
economic activities other than cultivation. Moreover, the implementation of 
the local ‘two kinds of farmland’ policy has also enabled productive land uses 
other than agricultural production, which has facilitated the rapid development 
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4. HOMESTEAD LAND POLICIES: EFFECTIVE IN 
CONTROLLING LAND EXPANSION BUT LESS 
SO IN PROMOTING URBANISATION 
Figure 6. Expansion of homestead land in Qidu Town from 1998 to 2015 
In rural China, a homestead was conventionally allocated to each 
agricultural household by the local village collective according to the criteria 
set by the provincial government, without any restrictions on the usufruct of 
the land other than its collective ownership. As planning administration was 
comparatively weak in rural China before the Law of the People’s Republic of 
China on Urban and Rural Planning was promulgated in 2008, the homestead 
land criteria were not well respected, and the layout of homestead land was 
often quite random (Dai, Gu, & Zhang, 2008), even occupying agricultural 
land in some cases (Li, J. E. et al., 2013). In Sunan, where agricultural land 
was limited and the population density was high, the situation was even more 
serious. After the late 1980s, when villagers’ non-agricultural incomes were 
greatly increased by the rapid development of township and village enterprises 
facilitated by the ‘two kinds of farmland’ policy, a great demand arose for 
homestead expansion and housing modernisation (Li, Guangbin, Wang, & Gu, 
2019). In Suzhou, for example, the floor area per capita of rural housing 
increased from 24 m2 to 43 m2 from 1985 to 1990, nearly doubling in just five 
years. The growth of the rural population at that time further amplified this 
new demand. It was under these circumstances that China’s central 
government implemented the policy of contracted homestead land. Both the 
Notice of Strengthening Rural Homestead Land Administration, issued in 
1990, and the Regulations on the Implementation of the Land Administration 
Law of the People’s Republic of China, promulgated in 1991, prescribed 
procedures for allocating homestead land and clarified the authority of local 
collectives to make approvals in line with planning regulations, as well as the 
usufruct of homestead land. In 1998, the Land Administration Law 
amendment prescribed the principle of ‘one household, one homestead’, and 
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later, in 2004, the Decisions on Deepening Reform and Strengthening Land 
Administration issued by the State Council further moved to ‘prohibit the 
purchase of homestead land in rural areas by urban residents’. The 
implementation of these national policies on homestead land slowly realised 
their expected effects; in the case of Qidu Town, the total area of homestead 
land increased by 13.54 ha from 1998 to 2007, at which point it ceased its 
expansion (see Figure 6) – although the registered agricultural population 
continued to rise. 
 
Figure 7. Changes in household registration population, rural population and urbanisation rate 
of Qidu Town in 1998, 2007, 2010 and 2015 
At the local level, Suzhou simultaneously issued a series of additional 
policies on homestead land, whose impacts played out not only in the 
management of homestead land but also in the process of urbanisation, 
particularly in the ‘citizenisation’ of villagers. In 2003, the policy of ‘replacing 
homestead land with commercial housing’ was advanced by the Decision on 
Accelerating the Process of Urbanisation issued by the Suzhou municipal 
government. It encouraged towns to set up residential areas for housing 
replacement, in which village collectives would build urban apartments for 
villagers who preferred to permanently reside in towns and whose rural 
homestead land would be equivalently replaced with urban land for the urban 
apartments. In 2009, the Suzhou municipal government published its Opinions 
on the Implementation of Replacing Rural Houses with Commercial Housing, 
which further stated that ‘the housing replacement work is decisive in the 
concentration of construction land in planned urban areas, the concentration 
of agricultural land in planned agricultural parks, and the concentration of 
population in cities and towns, so as to optimise the structure and layout of 
urban and rural land use and to promote the effective conservation and 
intensive utilisation of land resources’. The policy was expected to effectively 
protect agricultural land, expand new development space, and promote the 
development of scaled and modern agriculture. In Qidu Town, before the 
policy of replacing rural homestead land with commercial housing on urban 
land was implemented, the registered household population was essentially 
stable between 61,000 and 62,000. Following the implementation of the 
policy, however, the rural population decreased from 58,051 in 2007 to 52,987 
in 2010, and Qidu Town’s urbanisation rate rapidly increased from 5.72% to 
14.12% (Figure 7), demonstrating the policy’s remarkable effect on the 
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these trends did not persist in the following years. In 2015, while the registered 
household population of Qidu Town stabilised around 62,000, its rural 
population increased to 53,844, and its urbanisation rate decreased to 13.22%, 
indicating the policy’s low effectiveness in promoting citizenisation and 
urbanisation between 2010 and 2015. The homestead land area did not change 
during this period of time, implying that the spatial objective of the local 
policy of ‘replacing rural houses on homestead land with commercial housing 
on urban land’ was not achieved (refer to Figure 6). 
5. RURAL CONSTRUCTION LAND POLICIES: 
LESS EFFECTIVE IN CONTROLLING 
CONSTRUCTION LAND EXPANSION BUT 
EFFECTIVE IN PROMOTING ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT 
In 1986, the Land Administration Law of the People’s Republic of China 
was promulgated. In order to encourage and facilitate the development of the 
township enterprises that were quickly growing after China’s reform and 
opening-up, the Land Administration Law legalised the utilisation of rural 
land for township and village industries and prescribed the principle of land 
occupation compensation. This marked the inception of construction land 
reform in rural China. Being introduced during conditions of strong economic 
growth, the implementation of this policy immediately brought about the 
expansion of construction land in rural areas, absorbing a large area of 
agricultural land. Although the 1998 amendment to the Land Administration 
Law stated that land use for township and village industries should be strictly 
controlled, the expansion of construction land in rural areas did not stop. 
Moreover, as China’s 1988 constitutional amendment established a land 
market by legalising urban land transfers, the phenomenon of rural 
construction-land transfer also appeared, although it was not yet legal at the 
time. In consequence, both the continuous expansion and the illegal transfer 
of construction land in rural areas resulted in a serious decrease in the 
availability of agricultural land and a low efficiency of land utilisation. To 
strengthen the protection of agricultural land and regulate the utilisation of 
construction land for township and village industries, the 1998 amendment to 
the Land Administration Law highlighted the role of land-use planning and 
strengthened administrative control over the expropriation of agricultural land 
for construction in both urban and rural areas by the central and provincial 
governments. It also legalised a collective land-use right for rural construction. 
However, the new policy effectively slowed neither the expansion of 
construction land in rural areas nor the resultant decrease in agricultural land. 
From 1986 to 1995, cultivated land area decreased by 12,600 km2 in total, 
with an annual average reduction of 1,400 km2. Between 1998 and 2005, this 
figure climbed to 75,600 km2 with an annual average reduction of 10,800 km2, 
about eight times the decrease of the previous period. 
At the same time, while the urban land market was developing 
prosperously, the issue of rural construction-land transfer caught the attention 
of both the national and local governments, particularly because rural 
construction-land transfer, as a production factor, might bring extra incomes 
to collective economic organisations and their members. Thus, the reform of 
rural construction land gradually shifted its focus to promoting the efficient 
use of rural construction land by way of land transfer, with respect to which 
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the Suzhou municipal government took action even earlier than the central 
government. In 1995, its pilot plan for rural construction land reform was 
approved by what was then the Ministry of Land and Resources, which 
proposed that rural construction land could be transferred by way of leasing, 
direct conveyance, stock sharing, joint ventures, mortgages etc. In 1996, the 
Interim Measures of Suzhou Municipality for the Administration on the 
Transfer of the Right to Use of Rural Collective Construction Land 
innovatively proposed to unify the administration of state-owned urban 
construction land with that of collective-owned rural construction land and 
introduce the two into the same land market. It prescribed that all collective-
owned rural construction land within planned urban areas should be converted 
into state-owned urban construction land through paid expropriation, after 
which it would be placed on the land market. Land outside the planned urban 
areas could be directly transferred, leased and share-priced in the land market 
without undergoing a change of ownership. This was a pioneering experiment 
of ‘same market and same price’ for the two differently owned kinds of 
construction land at the local level. Later, in 2010, for the purpose of 
optimising the structure and layout of land use and promoting the effective 
conservation and intensive utilisation of land resources in rural areas, the 
Suzhou municipal government issued its Opinions on Speeding up Farmers’ 
Citizenisation to implement the policies of ‘three concentrations’ and ‘three 
replacements’. The former phrase refers to the concentration of agricultural 
households in communities, of contracted agricultural land for scaled 
production, and of collective enterprises in industrial parks. The latter refers 
to the replacement of the rights to own and distribute collective assets with the 
cooperative stock right, the replacement (by expropriation) of the rights to 
contract and utilise agricultural land with the right of primary social welfare 
or the stock right of joint-holding, and the replacement of the homestead land-
use right with a commercial-housing-ownership right in towns – or buildings 
for secondary and tertiary use – or the cooperative stock right of property 
replacement. 
At the national level, policies on rural construction-land transfer would 
not come for eight more years. In 2004, the Decisions on Deepening Reform 
and Strengthening Land Administration were issued by the State Council and 
officially legitimised, for the first time, the transfer of rural construction land-
use rights, providing such a transfer corresponding to planning. In the 
following years, the central government issued, in succession, a number of 
policies, on the one hand to highlight the protection of agricultural land as a 
negative measure against the expansion of construction land, and on the other 
to promote the transfer of rural construction land-use rights as an active 
measure to increase the efficiency of rural construction-land use. In 2006, the 
central government’s No. 1 Document further highlighted the protection of 
agricultural land, while the Urgent Notice on Further Strengthening Land 
Administration issued by the former Ministry of Land and Resources initiated 
a pilot project of balancing the increase in construction land and the decrease 
in agricultural land in rural areas. Both publications were aimed at slowing the 
decrease of agricultural land and the increase of construction land. In 2008, 
the Decisions of CPC Central Committee on Certain Major Issues of 
Promoting Rural Reform and Development officially set forth the procedures 
by which rural construction land-use rights could be transferred. Later, in 
2013, the Decisions on Certain Major Issues of Comprehensively Furthering 
Reforms approved in the Third Plenary Session of the 18th CPC Central 
Committee systemised the policy of rural land reform by clarifying the three 
key usufructs of rural land, which are the rights of ownership, contracting and 
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management, and the three key foci of rural land reform, which are the 
expropriation of agricultural land, the marketisation of profitable rural 
construction land and the allocation, withdrawal and transfer of homestead 
land. 
In practice, the economic and spatial effectiveness of all of the above 
policies, both national and local, varied across different periods of time, as is 
evident in the case of Qidu Town.  
In terms of economic effectiveness, the added value of the secondary and 
tertiary industries of Qidu Town increased continuously from 1998 to 2015 –
from RMB 440 million yuan to RMB 5.1 billion yuan for secondary industries 
and from RMB 320 million yuan to RMB 3.58 billion yuan for tertiary 
industries. During the same period, in spite of the continuous expansion of 
construction land, land-use efficiency, in terms of secondary and tertiary 
added values per unit of area, increased rapidly and constantly, from RMB 
1.39 million yuan/ha to RMB 5.55 million yuan/ha (Table 1). This nearly four-
fold growth indicates that the increasing trend of land-use efficiency owes 
thanks to the local policy of 1996 and the national policies of 2008 and 2013. 
Table 1. Changes of land-use efficiency of Qidu Town from 1998 to 2015 in terms of secondary 
and tertiary added values per unit of area 
 1998 2007 2010 2015 
Secondary industry added value (millions RMB yuan) 443.3 2,552.0 4,311.7 5,100.0 
Tertiary industry added value (millions RMB yuan) 320.9 1,043.0 2,230.3 3,584.5 
Construction land area (ha) 549.42 1,158.49 1,408.80 1,564.86 
Secondary & tertiary added value per unit of area 
(millions RMB yuan / ha) 
1.39 3.10 4.64 5.55 
 
Regarding spatial effectiveness, between 1998 and 2007, Qidu Town’s 
agricultural land area decreased by 6.07 km2, decreasing on average by 67.3 
ha each year. Meanwhile, the area of construction land increased by 6.09 km2 
– 67.7 ha on average per year – with 5.97 km2 devoted to urban construction 
and 0.12 km2 to rural construction. Of the vanished agricultural land, 96.3% 
was converted into urban land through expropriation; just 2.2% and 1.5% were 
converted to homestead land and rural construction land, respectively. 
Additionally, 12.7 ha and 3.2 ha of unused land was converted into urban and 
rural construction land, respectively. The figures show that during this period, 
land reform policies were ineffective in controlling the expansion of 
construction land, a fact largely attributable to the strong trend of urbanisation. 
The growth of urban construction land, which mostly came from agricultural-
land expropriation, was especially difficult to control, while the land reform 
policies were comparatively effective in controlling the expansion of rural 
construction land. From 2007 to 2010, the decrease in agricultural land and 
the increase in construction land actually accelerated rather than slowing 
down, in spite of the national policies instituted in 2004 and 2006, with 
agricultural land decreasing by 2.24 km2 in total and averaging a 74.8 ha 
shrinkage annually. It was not until 2010 that the decrease in agricultural land 
began to slow, which it did thanks to the implementation of national policies 
in 2008 and 2013. From 2010 to 2015, agricultural land decreased by 1.43 
km2, with an annual average reduction of just 28.8 ha. (Figure 8; Table 2) 
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Figure 8. Changes in agricultural land, homestead land, rural construction land, urban land 
and unused land in Qidu Town, 1998–2015 
Table 2. Land-use conversion in Qidu Town, 1998–2015 
Land-use change type 














8043.19 —— 8415.49 —— 8509.74 —— 
Agricultural land to 
homestead land 
13.54 2.17 0 0.00 0 0.00 
Agricultural land to 
urban land 
584.29 93.85 222.20 88.77 127.68 81.81 
Agricultural land to 
rural construction land 
8.87 1.42 2.17 0.87 16.21 10.39 
Unused land to urban 
land 
12.72 2.04 25.07 10.02 12.17 7.80 
Unused land to rural 
construction land 
3.19 0.51 0.87 0.35 0.00 0.00 
Total converted land 622.61 100.00 250.3 100.00 156.1 100.00 
Spatial effectiveness can also be represented, in addition to by the land-use 
conversion scale, by spatial compactness, as measured by the SDE approach4 
(Figure 9). The analysis shows, with the SDE covering 68% of the total built-
up area of the former Qidu Town and Miaogang Town, that the SDE directions 
and central positions of the two towns do not obviously change from 1998 to 
2015. However, the SDE size in 2007 is significantly larger than that in 1998, 
indicating an outstanding scattered expansion of construction land during this 
period. The SDE sizes of 2010 and 2015 appear further compacted than that 
of 2007, indicating that the scattered layout of construction land was 
effectively controlled by the 2010 policy of the Suzhou municipal 
government. 
4 As today’s Qidu Town is a combination of the former Qidu Town and Miaogang Town, the 








1998 2007 2010 2015
Agricultural land Homestead land
Rural construction land Urban land
Unused land
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Figure 9. Standard deviation ellipse of the built-up area of Qidu Town in 1998, 2007, 2010 
and 2015 
6. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
Examining the case of Qidu Town of Suzhou, this paper summarises the 
key rural land reform policies since the 1980s that govern the three types of 
rural land at both the national and local levels. The paper then analyses, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively, the effectiveness of these policies through 
2015 from the perspectives of economic, social and spatial performance. The 
results of the analysis of Qidu Town reflect a clear variation across different 
periods of time in the policies’ effectiveness in Sunan. 
Regarding agricultural land, the national policy of agricultural household 
contracting and Suzhou’s local policy of ‘two kinds of farmland’ effectively 
stimulated agricultural development from 1980 to 1996, as evidenced by the 
increased added value of agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry and fishery. 
The effectiveness of this policy weakened from 1996 to 2005 due to the sharp 
decrease in available agricultural land, an observation supported by the 
stagnation of agricultural development, as measured by agricultural added 
value. The resumption and acceleration of agricultural development since 
2007 prove the effectiveness of the new national policy of agricultural land 
transfer, as well as that of the new local policy of agricultural land stock 
cooperatives.  
Regarding homestead land, the national policies of ‘one household, one 
homestead’ and ‘prohibiting the purchase of homestead land by urban 
residents’ effectively froze the expansion of homestead land after 2007, in 
spite of the increase in the registered agricultural population. However, at the 
same time, the effectiveness of Suzhou’s local policy of ‘rural housing and 
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homestead land replacement’ is limited in terms of its encouragement of 
citizenisation and urbanisation.  
Regarding rural construction land, the national policies legalising the 
utilisation of rural land for township and village industries, the collective 
possession of rights of rural construction-land use and the paid transfer of rural 
construction land, as well as Suzhou’s local policy of ‘same market and same 
price’, have effectively supported the development of a collective non-
agricultural economy, as confirmed by secondary and tertiary added values 
per unit of area that increased despite the continuous expansion of 
construction land. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of these policies in 
controlling the expansion of construction land, as well as that of the national 
policies of agricultural land protection, was limited prior to 2010, which is 
demonstrated by the continuous decrease in agricultural land and increase in 
construction land. Suzhou’s local policy of ‘three concentrations’ is proved 
effective by the maintenance of the compactness of the built-up area. 
Moreover, it should be noted that the policies on agricultural land have 
also remarkably facilitated the growth of rural industrialisation, while also 
effectively promoting agricultural development, by releasing surplus 
agricultural labour from agricultural land and work on the one hand and 
providing collective non-agricultural industry development with a supply of 
land on the other. This is substantiated particularly by the rapid growth of non-
agricultural industries in the villages where Suzhou’s local ‘two kinds of 
farmland’ policy was implemented. Along with the policies on rural 
construction land, including Suzhou’s local ‘three concentrations’ policy, they 
enabled the transformation of industrial enterprises from scattered individual 
growths into the centralised, scaled development of industrial parks. This 
virtuous cycle is quite different from the spatial model of rural 
industrialisation in the Pearl River Delta region, which is deserving of a study 
in its own right. 
Last but not least, the land reform on the three kinds of rural land differ 
from one another in terms of effectiveness. This difference arises primarily 
out of the attitudes of the villages and villagers involved. North and Wallis 
(1994) once stated that policy evolution determines the path of social 
evolution in human history. During the process of economic activity, if the 
benefits brought about by a new policy are greater than the costs associated 
with the policy change, the society will accept the new, highly effective 
policy. If, in contrast, the costs of a policy change are greater than the benefits 
brought about by the new policy, that change will not be accepted by the 
society, and the previous policy will persist. Thus, it can be concluded that the 
effective implementation of the national and local policies on agricultural land 
and rural construction land in Sunan is creditable to the fact that agricultural 
land is no longer the guarantor of villagers’ family incomes. Instead, the wage 
dominates family income: villagers have become employees of enterprises 
developed on profitable rural construction land, while unprofitable rural 
construction land ensures that they receive public services that maintain 
liveability. The less effective implementation of the policies on homestead 
land, in particular Suzhou’s local ‘three replacements’ policy, owes to 
villagers’ reluctance to give up their homestead land, which they retain as a 
kind of housing security. This implies that future homestead land reform 
should attend carefully to the real needs of local villagers, who might 
undertake the process of citizenisation for its potential benefits in both urban 
and rural areas. Among urban benefits, equal access to housing and public 
services should be guaranteed, by affordable-housing and household-
registration policies, to those who decide to give up their homestead land and 
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move to cities. Furthermore, non-profit training should be offered to improve 
relocators’ access to stable employment. Among rural benefits, policies on the 
utilisation and transfer of homestead land and rural houses should be finalised 
and a mechanism of giving up homestead land should be established, so as to 
reduce the rates of vacancy and abandonment of homestead land and 
encourage more efficient land use. For the intensive use of rural construction 
land, due attention should be paid to the positive role of village planning in 
promoting the transformation of rural spatial development and improving the 
efficiency of land use by way of land adjustment and functional restructuring. 
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